At this point I decided to put all my efforts into this. At the time of entering Sixth Form, I had been encouraged to do Further Maths; however I flat out declined as I wanted to join the Combined Cadet Force at school so I could run around with guns on army camps. So now was the time to catch up. I took a gap year to study Further Maths A-Level and talked to all the Maths teachers at my school. I researched into the universities that offered courses, and decided that I wanted to go to Imperial because I liked London and knew of Imperial's fantastic reputation! However, I seriously doubted I'd get a place as I was convinced I'd never be good enough. When I found out I had been accepted I was in shock.
Before starting university I secretly decided I would start anew. I would be quiet and studious and just get on with my studies. I'd do all my problem sheets on the day they were given out and in my spare time I would figure out computers and read extra material on the course. After all, that is what everyone else would be doing wouldn't they? How else would I have any hope of keeping up? I wouldn't bother socialising. I was sure no one else would be interested anyway.
Deep down I was terrified. I had already painted the picture in my head. The lecturers would all look like Einstein, and have crazy grey hair and thick glasses, and I would never be worthy of a conversation with them. My fellow students would be so intelligent they would be able to have in-depth discussions with the lecturers about the meaning of infinity and beyond, while I would sit there looking confused.
Before I knew it, my dad was driving my down for 'freshers' week' on the first day of the university term. I can recall being very upset before he left as all my worries about being 'the stupidest person here' came blurting out uncontrollably, and how every single person here was intimidating. How wrong I was! MSOR 2011 Student Essay Competition -Runner Up 'When studying mathematics my biggest surprise was... ' -Annabelle Harris Okay, I have to admit that my first lecture actually was with a crazy-haired, bespectacled genius, but this genius was so hilarious, and so approachable I was almost immediately won over. The lecturers were so unlike what I had expected, and so incredibly diverse. One of them I could imagine as a Russian spy, another reminded me of a typical London cab driver (and as friendly as one too) and one drew animals in his notes in place of asterisks! And they encouraged us to ask questions, however stupid they may be, and although at first I still was too afraid to ask for fear of them finding out I was a 'Maths fraud' , I gave into temptation before long, and wondered why I'd ever worried.
In my imagination, I saw myself sitting in lectures completely baffled by everything going on. And somehow I thought everyone would know that I was baffled and I would be known as the dumb blonde girl who must have got here by accident. Once again I find myself mistaken, as today I sit in lectures with a variety of friends I have made in the Maths department, from different countries, with different interests, some extroverted, some introverted, some who play rugby or are interested in fashion or music but all of us are interested in Maths! And yes, you will find very conscientious students, who like to make their own computer programming codes in their spare time, but I never feel uneasy talking to them, and they always offer to help rather than patronise me.
I could never believe how.... normal both the students and academics are. Many of them I would never associate in a million years with Maths, yet they all have that talent in common, and some of the most down-to-earth and seemingly 'normal' lecturers are the most inspiring! I still get the same reaction, though, when people politely ask me what I am reading at university and I tell them. It can be a real conversation stopper! Unlike the 'oh well that sounds interesting, I am also interested in that' you get when you tell them you are studying English, or Medicine or Sociology; with Maths it is a gasp of shock and either an exclamation of 'Are you crazy?!' or an awkward mutter about how it wouldn't particularly be their cup of tea.
The work is challenging, and some time for independent study is required, but contrary to my preconceptions, I do have time for a fantastic social life and time to continue things I like doing, like singing, fashion and voluntary work! My university life is not at all the same as I had previously believed and I am extremely grateful.
It would be a lie to say that there isn't a distinctive culture in the Maths department. We have extraordinarily geeky little Maths 'jokes' and I recall once during a Maths Soc bar night there was a big commotion when a group of drinkers had just managed to complete some crazily difficult sudoku! But everyone is accepted, no matter what sort of person you think you are, and that is one of the things I love about being in our Mathematics 'bubble' .
Studying Maths is a unique experience, and one that might be very different to the rest of my entire life, but not in the way I had thought. I have learned not to make assumptions about people based on stereotypes and not to judge a (Maths) book by its cover. I have also gained more confidence in myself as an individual and am less inclined to compare myself to others. I know that sounds extremely clichéd, but I can't think of a better way of putting it. To this day I have not ever doubted my choice of degree, and with the respect a Mathematics graduate receives, I'd say there is a high probability I never will!
